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Introduction and General Psychological Definition

The term object, within the realm of psychological inquiry, serves as a fundamental designation for

that which is distinct from the self. Broadly defined, the object constitutes any individual, entity, or

symbolic representation of an individual that is separate from the subject and toward which the

subject directs actions, emotions, thoughts, or influences. This distinction between the subject (the

self, the ego, the actor) and the object (the recipient, the target, the other) is crucial for

understanding social interaction, emotional development, and cognitive organization. While the

term is occasionally employed to reference non-personal phenomena, such as inanimate targets or

abstract concepts--for instance, an object of study or a physical object--the connotation referring to

the other person is profoundly more common, central, and significant within psychological

literature, particularly in developmental and clinical contexts. The psychological object is inherently

relational; it exists primarily in its capacity to engage with or be perceived by the self, forming the

basis of all interpersonal experience and attachment dynamics. This initial definition establishes

the object as the essential external counterpoint necessary for the development of identity and the

structure of subjective experience.

Psychological objects are not merely passive recipients of attention; they actively shape the

subject's internal world through interaction and feedback. The way an individual perceives,

interprets, and relates to objects--especially primary caregivers--determines the trajectory of their

emotional regulation and social competence. When we speak of an object in this generalized

sense, we are often referring to the target of specific drives or needs, whether these needs are

affiliative, aggressive, or defensive. The complexity arises because the object is simultaneously an

external reality and an internal representation. Initially, the external object, such as the primary

caregiver, provides the necessary context for survival and security. Over time, these external

interactions are internalized, creating enduring psychological structures known as internal

objects. The quality of these early interactions is hypothesized to predict later patterns of

relationships, illustrating that the object, in its broadest sense, is the scaffolding upon which adult

relational life is constructed. Therefore, understanding the object requires appreciating this

continuous interplay between the external world of relationships and the internal landscape of

memories and representations.

The Psychoanalytic Concept of the Object

Within classical psychoanalytic theory, particularly as articulated by Sigmund Freud, the definition

of the object takes on a highly specific and mechanistic meaning tied directly to instinctual drives.

Here, the object is defined as the individual, thing, or specific portion of the body through which an

instinct is able to achieve its aim of satisfaction. Drives, or instincts (Triebe), possess four

elements: source, impetus, aim, and object. The aim is always satisfaction, and the object is

merely the variable means to achieve that fixed aim. For example, the hunger drive's aim is the
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cessation of hunger, and the object might be food or the action of feeding. Crucially, Freud viewed

the object as the most variable aspect of the drive; if the primary object is unavailable, the drive

can shift its investment, or cathexis, to a substitute object, enabling the satisfaction aim to still be

met. This inherent variability and interchangeability of the object distinguishes the classical

psychoanalytic view from later relational theories which emphasize the unique, irreplaceable nature

of the object.

This formulation leads to the concept of libidinal object, which is the specific person or thing

toward which sexual or affectionate energy, known as libido, is directed. According to Freudian

theory, the selection of the libidinal object is a critical developmental milestone, especially during

the Oedipal phase, where the child shifts from primary narcissism to object love. This early object

choice establishes the prototype for all subsequent romantic and affectionate relationships. The

example, "Karen was the object of Peter's affection," perfectly encapsulates this usage, identifying

the specific individual who is loved or desired by another person. Furthermore, the object can also

be a part-object--a concept central to Melanie Klein's work--wherein the infant does not perceive

the caregiver as a whole person, but rather as discrete parts associated with specific functions,

such as the breast (the object of feeding) or the soothing voice (the object of comfort). This

fragmentation of the object is considered a normal stage in early development, preceding the

integration into a whole object concept.

The psychoanalytic understanding further highlights that the object is essential for the discharge of

psychic tension. If an instinct cannot reach its object, the energy remains bound within the psyche,

potentially leading to neurosis or psychological distress. The mechanisms of defense, such as

displacement, rely heavily on the object concept, wherein the aim of the drive is maintained but the

object is shifted from a dangerous or forbidden target to a safer, substitute target. This emphasizes

that the object acts as a conduit for psychic processes, illustrating the dynamic interplay between

internal drives and the external world of relationships and entities.

Object Relations Theory: Core Principles

Object Relations Theory (ORT), a school of psychoanalytic thought originating primarily in Great

Britain, radically elevates the importance of the object from merely a means of drive satisfaction to

the central organizing principle of the psyche. Theorists such as Melanie Klein, Ronald Fairbairn,

D.W. Winnicott, and Harry Guntrip shifted the focus away from internal instinctual conflict toward

the primary human motivation: the search for and maintenance of relationships with objects. For

ORT, the fundamental drive is not the discharge of tension, but the seeking of the object itself. The

quality of the earliest relationships with primary caregivers (objects) is seen as determinative of

personality structure and psychopathology. If the object relationship is nurturing and reliable, the

self develops security and integration; if it is inconsistent or hostile, the self may split, project, or

internalize pathological dynamics, leading to significant relational impairments later in life.
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A central tenet of Object Relations Theory is the concept of splitting, particularly described by

Klein in the paranoid-schizoid position. Since the infant cannot tolerate the simultaneous good and

bad aspects of the primary object (e.g., the mother who satisfies and the mother who frustrates),

the object is cleaved into distinct, separate representations: the Good Object (idealized, satisfying,

protective) and the Bad Object (persecutory, frustrating, dangerous). This splitting mechanism

serves to protect the fragile ego from anxiety and potential destruction by the Bad Object. As the

child matures, they ideally move into the depressive position, where they recognize that the Good

and Bad Objects are facets of the same whole person. This integration leads to the capacity for

ambivalence, guilt, and mature concern for the object, marking a significant developmental

achievement in the capacity for integrated object relations. Failure to achieve this integration often

results in primitive defenses persisting into adulthood.

The contribution of D.W. Winnicott further refined the concept of the object by introducing the idea

of the transitional object. This is typically a blanket, teddy bear, or toy that bridges the infant's

absolute dependence on the mother and the realization of the mother's separateness. The

transitional object exists in a transitional space of illusion and play, being neither entirely the

mother nor entirely the child's fantasy. It allows the child to experience ownership and control over

the object while simultaneously symbolizing the presence of the absent mother. The transitional

object is crucial for the development of the capacity to be alone and serves as the precursor for

creative cultural life and symbolic thought. This concept underscores the fact that the object is

essential not just for relating, but for the development of independent internal psychological space

and the capacity for symbolization.

Fairbairn extended ORT by proposing that libido is primarily object-seeking rather than pleasure-

seeking. He argued that the infant internalizes the object not only to maintain connection but also

to manage anxiety related to relational difficulties. When the external object is perceived as

rejecting or unavailable, the child internalizes this relationship, creating internal structures that are

split into idealized (exciting) and rejecting (anti-libidinal) objects, along with a corresponding

internal self-structure linked to each. This internalization is an attempt to gain control over the

painful experience by keeping the object internally bound, even at the cost of forming a rigid,

pathological inner world that dictates future relationship choices.

Internalization and Object Representation

The transition from external object interaction to internal object representation is perhaps the

most complex and clinically significant process involving the object. Internalization is the

mechanism by which the individual takes in the characteristics, behaviors, and relational patterns

of the external object and integrates them into their own psychic structure. These internal objects

are not literal copies of the people they represent, but rather emotionally charged schemata,

memories, and expectations derived from the relationship experience. These representations
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function as templates for all future relationships; if the internal object is experienced as supportive

and reliable, the individual approaches new relationships with confidence, whereas a hostile or

neglectful internal object promotes defensiveness and mistrust and reinforces negative self-

perceptions.

The process of internalization involves several related concepts, including identification and

introjection. Introjection involves taking in the image and characteristics of the object wholesale,

often leading to the integration of the object's voice or moral standards, forming aspects of the

superego. Identification is a broader term for incorporating specific attributes of the object into the

self, influencing identity and behavior. These internalized representations constitute the individual's

inner world of objects, a psychic reality that often holds more sway over behavior than the actual

external reality of current relationships. For instance, an adult whose parent was highly critical may

continue to experience an internalized critical object, leading to severe self-criticism and self-

sabotage, even in the absence of external negative feedback from their current environment.

The maturity of object representation is a key diagnostic marker in clinical psychology. Early,

primitive representations are characterized by rigidity, lack of integration (splitting), and intense,

labile emotional coloring. Mature, integrated object representations, conversely, allow for the

recognition of the object's complexity, including their flaws and virtues, leading to the capacity for

genuine intimacy and acceptance of relational disappointment. Psychopathology, particularly

personality disorders, is often understood as a failure in achieving integrated object relations,

resulting in the continued reliance on primitive defense mechanisms, such as projection (attributing

the internal bad object onto others) or projective identification (forcing others to embody the

characteristics of the internal bad object). Thus, the internal object becomes the primary mediator

of emotional life and self-experience.

Object Choice and Libidinal Investment

The selection of an object, or object choice, is a psychoanalytic concept referring to the process

by which an individual selects another person as the target for their affectionate, sexual, or

professional strivings. Freud distinguished between two primary forms of object choice: the

anaclitic (or attachment) type and the narcissistic type. The anaclitic object choice involves

selecting an object based on models of early dependency relationships, where the chosen person

resembles the primary caregiver who provided sustenance, protection, and care. This choice is

rooted in the need for support and survival, mirroring the infant's initial reliance on the mother. This

pattern often leads to relationships where the partner is expected to fulfill nurturing roles.

The narcissistic object choice, conversely, involves selecting an object based on likeness to the

self, either the current self, the former self, or the self one wishes to become. In this case, the

object serves primarily to reinforce or complement the subject's own ego structure. For example,
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selecting a partner who is idealized reflects a desire to enhance one's own self-image through

association with the perfect object. The investment of psychic energy into an object is known as

cathexis. When an object is cathected, it holds emotional significance and influence over the

subject. The concept of object choice is essential for understanding attraction, relationship

formation, and eventual loss. When a relationship ends, the cathexis must be withdrawn from the

external object in a painful process known as decathexis, which characterizes mourning. The

quality of the object choice influences the stability and depth of the relationship; while narcissistic

choices might initially provide ego gratification, they often lack the resilience of anaclitic choices

rooted in a deeper, more mature capacity for interdependence.

Furthermore, psychoanalytic theory explores the distinction between choosing an object for love

(object-love) and choosing an object for identification. While object-love aims for union or

satisfaction through the object, identification aims for becoming like the object, incorporating their

attributes, which is crucial for identity formation. The process of object choice is rarely purely

conscious or rational; rather, it is deeply influenced by unconscious dynamics, including unresolved

childhood conflicts, idealizations, and defenses against anxiety. The patterns established in the

earliest object relationships create a powerful, enduring framework that filters and shapes who an

individual finds attractive or suitable as a partner, demonstrating the enduring legacy of the primary

object in adult relational life. The mature capacity for object love requires moving beyond purely

self-serving or narcissistic criteria to recognize and appreciate the object's separateness and

unique qualities.

The Distinction Between Self and Other

A crucial developmental task involving the concept of the object is the establishment of clear ego

boundaries, defining where the self ends and the object (the other) begins. In the earliest stages

of infancy, there is theorized to be a state of primary narcissism or undifferentiated unity with the

caregiver, often referred to as the mother-infant unit. The infant initially lacks the cognitive capacity

to distinguish between internal experience and external reality, perceiving the object as an

extension of the self, available solely to meet needs. This lack of differentiation is protective but

must be overcome for psychological autonomy to emerge. The gradual realization of the object's

separate existence--that the object has its own needs, motives, and is not always instantly

available--is often achieved through inevitable frustrations and minor failures in environmental

provision, propelling the infant toward recognition of external reality.

The capacity for object constancy represents the achievement of this differentiation. Object

constancy refers to the ability to maintain a stable, integrated, and positive emotional bond with the

object, even in the object's absence, and despite feelings of anger or frustration toward them.

Before object constancy is achieved, if the object is absent or frustrating, the child may feel as

though the object ceases to exist or is transformed entirely into the 'Bad Object.' Once object
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constancy is attained, the internal representation of the object is sufficiently robust to withstand

temporary separation or conflict, allowing the child to feel secure and loved even when the object is

physically gone or disappointing. This milestone is essential for emotional stability and is closely

linked to the integration of split object representations discussed earlier, allowing for true emotional

maturity and interdependence.

Failures in establishing clear self/object boundaries and object constancy are hallmarks of severe

psychopathology, particularly borderline and narcissistic dynamics. Individuals struggling with this

differentiation may engage in fusion, attempting to merge with the object, or mirroring, treating the

object as a reflection of the self, rather than authentic relating. The therapeutic process often

involves helping the patient tolerate the separateness of the therapist (the external object) and

recognize the robustness of their internal, integrated self, thereby repairing the early

developmental failure in self-object differentiation. This highlights that the object is not just the

recipient of action, but the necessary benchmark against which the self defines its own boundaries

and integrity and achieves autonomy.

Non-Personal and Symbolic Objects

While the psychological literature overwhelmingly focuses on the person-object connotation, the

term object is also utilized to refer to non-personal phenomena, particularly in cognitive and

experimental psychology, and in discussions of symbolization. In these contexts, an object may be

a physical entity, an abstract concept, or a specific task toward which cognitive processes are

directed. For instance, in perception studies, the object is the external stimulus being processed by

the senses, or in behavioral psychology, an object might be a reinforcement target. However, even

when the object is non-personal, its psychological significance often arises from its symbolic

connection to human relationships or internalized needs.

The concept of the symbolic object is crucial in understanding how individuals invest meaning

into non-human entities. A flag, a piece of music, a religious icon, or a piece of jewelry are non-

personal objects that acquire profound psychological weight because they symbolize a

relationship, a group affiliation, or an internalized ideal. These symbolic objects can function

similarly to internal human objects, providing comfort, identity, or a sense of belonging, and are

essential components of cultural and religious life. The loss of a symbolic object, such as a family

heirloom or a beloved pet, can elicit grief comparable to the loss of a person, demonstrating the

depth of cathexis possible toward non-human referents that stand in for relational dynamics and

emotional history.

In cognitive psychology, the object maintains its definition as the target of mental action. For

example, object permanence, a concept studied by Jean Piaget, refers to the understanding that

objects continue to exist even when they cannot be seen, heard, or otherwise sensed. This
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cognitive achievement is a fundamental precursor to the development of psychological object

constancy, as it confirms the stability and independence of entities in the external world. Thus, the

concept of the object serves as a bridge between the physical world and the internal mental

processes that organize and interpret that world.

Clinical Relevance and Therapeutic Applications

The understanding of the object is central to nearly all forms of psychotherapy, as clinical work

fundamentally involves addressing disturbances in object relations. The therapeutic relationship

itself becomes a powerful new object relationship, often referred to as the object of transference.

Transference occurs when the patient unconsciously projects characteristics, feelings, and

expectations derived from early, significant objects onto the therapist. The therapist, acting as the

new object, becomes the recipient of the patient's historical relational patterns--for example, being

treated as the neglectful father or the idealized mother. Analyzing these projections allows the

patient to become conscious of the influence of their internalized objects.

The therapeutic goal, particularly in psychodynamic and Object Relations therapies, is not to

simply satisfy the patient's needs, but to analyze and interpret the dynamics of the transference

object relationship. By providing a consistent, non-retaliatory, and integrated object experience, the

therapist facilitates the patient's capacity to recognize and integrate their own split internal objects.

This process allows the patient to mourn the limitations of their early, actual objects and internalize

a more mature, realistic, and stable object representation, thereby leading to improved self-

esteem, better emotional regulation, and healthier external relationships. The object, in the clinical

setting, is therefore the primary vehicle for psychic change and relational repair, offering a

"corrective emotional experience."

Furthermore, disturbances in object relations are key features in diagnostic categories. For

example, individuals with dependent personality disorder often seek objects to fuse with or rely

upon excessively, reflecting a failure in self-object differentiation. Individuals with narcissistic

personality disorder often utilize objects primarily for self-enhancement or regulation, treating

others as self-objects rather than separate, whole individuals, a concept introduced by Heinz

Kohut. Therefore, the assessment of object relations--how an individual perceives, interacts with,

and internalizes others--provides a profound pathway into understanding the core structure of

psychopathology and guiding targeted therapeutic intervention, focusing on integrating the split,

negative, and idealized representations that plague psychological functioning.

The object is the other, which is, any individual or symbolic representation of an individual which is

not the self and toward whom actions, thoughts, or influences are directed. The other-person

connotation is the most central in psychological theory.

With regard to psychoanalytic theory, the object is the individual, thing, or portion of the body by
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way of which an instinct can attain its intention of satisfaction.

The object is the individual who is loved by a person, illustrating libidinal investment (e.g., Peter's

affection was directed toward Karen, the object).
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